Abstract Open-ended questions are frequently used by survey researchers to measure public opinion. Some scholars, however, have doubts about how accurately these kinds of questions measure the views of the public. A chief concern is that the questions tap, in part, people's ability to articulate a response, not their underlying attitudes. This paper tests whether this concern is 
1. Schuman and Presser (1981) show that close-ended questions can tap salient concerns if care is given to listing the choices. While this argument is reasonable, it is often difficult to anticipate many of the concerns of the electorate. As Kelley (1983:10) argues, "the opinions of American voters are very heterogenous," and thus, "any list of questions about particular considerations (when voting), even a long list, is almost certain to omit important ones." respond to these kinds of questions not because they do not have views on the issue but because they are not articulate enough to put forth an answer (see, for instance, Craig, 1985; and Stanga and Sheffield, 1987) . Thus, open-ended questions may, in part, be measuring people's education, not their attitudes, which raises doubts about whether such questions can accurately assess the public's attitudes.
Little effort has been made, however, to test whether open-ended questions fall prey to this problem. Using the National Election Studies from Michigan's Center for Political Studies (CPS), I show that although most respondents do not offer a response to every open-ended question, only a small proportion of respondents fail to answer at least one of these questions. Consequently, it appears that almost every citizen can respond to such questions. And those few individuals who fail to respond to these questions appear uninterested in politics, and probably would respond if they had reason to. These results should increase our confidence in the work of scholars who have relied on these kinds of questions for their analyses.
Data
The CPS has asked open-ended questions in every presidential election year survey since 1952. While the number and subject of questions varies from year to year, one set of questions has been asked during this entire period: the like/dislike items about candidates and parties. These questions provide a way to detect changes in the public's willingness to respond over time. Having the same questions asked in each survey provides a good base of comparison, since one need not worry that differing subjects could produce changes in the number of responses.
In addition to the like/dislike questions, there are other open-ended questions in the CPS surveys. The subject of these inquiries vary from year to year, but they provide further insight into the ability of the public to respond to open-ended questions. This proportion has increased slightly in recent years, which is surely attributable to the sharp gain in the number of people not responding to the questions about parties. This sharp increase is unlikely to be because the electorate has become more inarticulate in recent years, especially since the public, on average, has become more educated in the last few decades. Instead, the increase more likely reflects the declining salience of parties in the electorate, as Wattenberg (1984) and others have so forcefully argued. Nevertheless, one might conclude that around 5% of the public is not articulate enough to answer open-ended questions. That conclusion the candidate (or party), or responded there was nothing they liked (or disliked) about the candidate (or party). There are, of course, some people who may have failed to respond not because they were unable to but because they did not know anything about the candidate (or party). There is no way, however, to identify these few "uninformed" individuals. I assumed, therefore, that these individuals were not articulate enough to respond. Such an assumption probably overstates the number of "inarticulate" respondents. But since we are dealing with presidential elections, there are probably only a handful of such people. would, however, be incorrect. If one looks at other open-ended questions that have been asked in past years, this proportion shrinks even further. For instance, in 1968 over 97% of the sample cited an "important problem" facing the nation. In total, less than .5% of the sample in 1968 did not respond to at least one of the eight open-ended questions in that survey. The 1972 CPS survey provides a similar example. In this case, respondents who felt they had been "held back in life" were asked to state why they have faced these roadblocks. Less than 2% of these respondents did not offer a reason. This latter question would certainly be salient to these individuals, since it is something that is directly relevant to their lives. These findings strongly suggest that when an open-ended question addresses a highly salient subject, people respond.
Results
These data do not eliminate the "articulation" hypothesis, however. If one looks at the data while controlling for education, it is clear that better-educated people respond more often than the less well educated to open-ended questions. In the 1984 CPS survey, for instance, 9% of respondents who had a high school education failed to respond to any of the like/dislike questions about parties and candidates. This figure stands in contrast to college-educated respondents, less than 2% of whom failed to make at least one response. This pattern is the same for most elections.
On the surface, then, it appears that articulateness (as measured by education) may be a problem that faces open-ended questions.4 The issue becomes, however, whether uneducated respondents fail to make comments because they are inarticulate or because they are uninterested in politics. It is well documented that less-educated people also tend to be less interested in politics (see, for example, Campbell et al., 1960).
To test for this possibility, I constructed the following regression equation:
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Whether RisA (Whether R is Al + B1 of + B2 "somewhat" |+ B 3 "very much " + e respondent interested' I interested Table 2 reports the results of these regressions.5 As one can see, being "very much" interested in the campaign resulted in, on average, five additional open-ended comments. Even if the respondent was "somewhat" interested, two to three additional comments could be expected. While the education of the respondent clearly does have an effect, even the poorly educated individuals would, typically, be expected to make a few comments. In 1984, for instance, the regression estimates suggest that someone with less than a grade school education who was uninterested in politics would be predicted to make one comment. In 1956, on the other hand, a similar individual would have been predicted to make about four comments. The lower figure for the 1984 study reflects the sharp decline in comments about the two major parties.
On the basis of these results, it seems that a person's ability to speak well is not a major obstacle. Instead, interest in politics appears to determine whether people respond to the open-ended questions. Overall, less than 1% of the respondents from 1952 to 1984 who were "very much" interested in the campaign failed to respond to the likes/dislikes questions. Perhaps this 1% is inarticulate, but these few individuals could easily be well educated-suggesting that articulateness is unLikely to be a problem even for these handful of people. A more likely explanation is that these few citizens simply had nothing to say.
Upon reflection, the findings in Tables 1 and 2 (1) those with a sixth-grade education or less, (2) those who completed between 7 years and 11 years of schooling, (3) those who completed high school, (4) those with some college or additional training, and (5) those who completed four years of college or more. This coding scheme was used in order to make the results comparable across election studies. I also ran the regressions with education not recoded and the results were unchanged.
The two other independent variables are dummy variables. Those people who were "somewhat" interested were coded 1 and all others were coded 0. The same is true for those individuals who were "very much" interested. Respondents who indicated that they were "not much interested" in the campaign were coded 0 for both dummy variables. For these individuals-, education became the sole predictor for whether they would respond or not. Dummy variables were used in order to obtain an explicit estimate for each level of interest in the campaign. If there is a problem with open-ended questions, it might be inhibition. That is, the people who do not respond may not feel comfortable with the interview process and may be less willing to express their views. This hypothesis strikes me as a more likely reason people might not respond, since the questions require only a minimum of speaking skills. Unfortunately, there is no way to test for this possibility. CPS asks the interviewer to assess the "conditions of the interview," but none of these questions touches upon the notion of inhibition or respondent nervousness. Perhaps such a question should be included in future surveys. 
Implications and Conclusions

